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1.
Identify class level, specify whether core, elective, or major requirement, any other pertinent information on class demographics.

The course I focused on was COM 301 Communication Law. This is a required upper level course in the Communication Department. All students in the department must earn a grade of C or better in this course in order to graduate. The course is reputed to be the most difficult in the department.

Each section has approximately 34 students, about two thirds of them juniors and the remainder mostly seniors. Occasionally, a couple of sophomores are in the mix. In the fall I teach one day section and one evening section and in the spring one day section. It is noticeable that the “adult” students in the evening section usually perform better than their younger counterparts in the day and evening sections.  

2.
What problems or questions about my students’ learning and my teaching strategies did I address?

The course is intense because there is a large quantity of material and the necessity that students’ mastery of the material be cumulative: the first four to five weeks build a foundation for the semester and each week after rests on that base of knowledge. Students who do not acquire an understanding of the big picture and certain basic philosophical and legal principles find the remainder of the semester very difficult. A study strategy based on memorization does not work well in this course. Yet, that is how most students seem to study. 

Over the 15 or so years I have been teaching this course I have found that most students say in person and in written evaluations that they enjoy the course despite its difficulty. They often suggest that it ought to be a two-semester course because of the quantity of material. They say the material is interesting and the lectures are helpful and interesting. There’s usually a lot of student participation both in the form of questions and comments. On some topics there is so much student participation that I worry about having time to cover all the material that needs to be covered before a scheduled test date. I am reluctant to cut off student involvement in class discussion. It would be nice if I could rely on the textbook to fill in such gaps. However, it has become clear that the majority of students in the course do not function well with any text I have tried. I feel a text is essential in such a course, and students who read always perform better than those who (I learn) don’t. The text requires reading skills most students do not seem to have mastered—i.e., reading for meaning. For years I have provided study guides for every chapter, though I don’t feel most students use them effectively. In addition, I provide an instrument called The Guide to Understanding Cases to help students to read and analyze significant cases that we study. About five years ago, I introduced four or five graded exercises that required students to apply concepts and precedents from cases that we studied: two or three of these exercises usually are scenarios presenting legal dilemmas and two are new cases that students are asked to analyze using concepts and precedents already studied and following the form of the Guide to Understanding Cases. Between the reading assignments, exercises, and Study Guides the workload for the course is heavy; however, the exercises and Study Guides are designed to reinforce lectures and reading. 

I am reluctant to add anything further to the workload for this course. Instead, as my Bridge project, I hoped to make these written assignments more meaningful and successful endeavors for students. 

3.
What methods did I use to gain information?

I chose to focus on the role and use of the Study Guides and the Guide to Understanding Cases as well as the exercises. Having listened to my colleagues in Bridge and reading the many variations on the CATs developed by others, I devised the following approach.

First, I had to accept that as tight as time is in a course like this, I needed to give class time to “walking students through” the use of the course materials. I also decided to attach credit to the completion and submission of the Study Guides. 

Study Guides

Students are instructed to write out all of the items on the Study Guides using their own words. These guides are tied to the text and students are told to complete the guides as they read the chapters. If they do so fully and in their own words, they will have excellent study materials (combined with their class notes) for the tests and will not have to revisit the text as they study. When students perform poorly on a test and consult with me in my office I ask how they used the Study Guide. It has not been uncommon to find that some students didn’t use the guides at all, or they simply copied the material verbatim from the text. 

To motivate students to use the guides and do so properly, I began attaching extra credit points to the guides. Students must complete them in their own words and submit them before each test. Students can earn up to 5 extra points on each test, depending on the quality of their work on the guides.  

Exercises

I added an additional, pass-fail exercise to use as an instrument for having the students practice analyzing a case using the Guide to Understanding Cases. Students are given a new case and told to write the answers to the questions on the Guide. I then spend a class period going over their answers and discussing how to read and analyze the case. This includes discussing the meaning of terms found in the case, relating the case to others we have already discussed and having students read their responses aloud for other students to react to. This discussion enables me to point out to the students some of the clues that they can find in any case to help them answer the questions. It also enables me to find errors that most students are making. For example, it is common that students become confused about which court is deciding a case. This occurs because the court refers to decisions of the lower courts when they handled the case. Yet every case states right at the top the name of the court making the current decision. It is remarkable how many students miss the court name on the top of the page and then attribute the decision to the wrong court. Simply by walking through a sample case I am able to alert the students to this common error.

I then give the students a second, graded case to complete on their own. I remind them to apply what they have learned from the first case to the second. In theory, even though the second case is a completely different one, the lessons learned in walking through a case as a class should help each student to do another case on his/her own.

4.
What have I learned so far? 

Over the course of two semesters (and Summer I 2003) I have found that no more than 1 or 2 students who submitted the completed Study Guides earned test grades below a C; likewise, among those who did not submit the guides (surprisingly more than 15-20 percent) only 1 or 2 earned a test grade higher than a C and most failed.  Few students earned the full 5 points, but most earned 3 extra credit points.

This is encouraging but it must be noted that this adds considerably to my workload. For 34-39 students (twice that in the fall) I have to read these submitted Study Guides (which are typically several typed pages long each) five times during the semester. It also slows the process of determining the students’ test grades. I have always made a point of notifying the students of their test grades within a day or two; having to read all of the submitted Study Guides delays this, although for the most part only by a day or two.

There has also been improvement in students’ performance on the exercises. Previously, more than a third of the students would do such a poor job analyzing the case that instead of giving them a grade I would require them to bring the paper to my office to discuss it and then do a rewrite of the assignment. Needless to say, this was very time consuming for me. 

Over the last two semesters (and Summer I 2003) there was a significant drop in the number of papers that had to be rewritten, averaging about 10 percent. Also, students who did not complete the pass-fail case predictably performed poorly on the graded case.

One unanticipated and disappointing development was that during the fall and spring semesters performance on the second graded case, five or six weeks after the first graded case, revealed a tendency for students to go back to making the same mistakes they made on the pass-fail case.  

My overall conclusion is that it is appropriate to spend as much as a full hour walking through the students’ handling of the questions on the Guide to Understanding Cases. Though class time is at a premium, this is clearly time well spent.

It is also true that giving the extra credit for completion of the Study Guides seems to have made them a more useful learning tool. The pursuit of the points seems to have motivated many students to put the time in on the Guides. 

5.
Where will I go from here?

For the 2003-4 school year I have made the following modifications in my approach to these learning tools.

Study Guides: At the start of every semester I have always told students to bring the Study Guides to each class meeting. Yet I see very few in the classroom. This year I am going to make a point of referring to the Study Guide in each class to encourage students to bring them and make notations on them as we cover the material.

The content of these guides remains largely the same from semester to semester. To prevent students from simply copying Study Guides submitted by other students during previous semesters, I have embedded several new items in each Study Guide to serve as a check on cheating. The Study Guides are only valuable as learning aids if each student writes his or her own responses to the items. 

Exercises: I am adding an extra step to the in-class discussion of the pass-fail case. When students come in with the completed cases I will put them in groups of two or three students and give them 20 to 30 minutes to compare their answers and discuss any points on which they disagree. Then we will have the whole class discussion, with each group sharing the points on which they agreed and disagreed. My hope is that this will make individual students less self conscious about sharing their responses to the questions. I also think it is likely that some students in each group will have a stronger understanding of the case than others, and they can help each other on a peer-to-peer basis.

